ACPES Journal of Physical Education, Sport, and Health 1 (1) (2021)

6 § ACPES Journal
é = i of Physical Education, Sport, and Health
AJPESH

http://journal.unnes.ac.id/sju/index.php/ajpesh

Impact of Fitspiration Content on Social Media among Followers in
Singapore Universities

Jia Hui Shericia Poh!, Ho Jin Chung?*

'Nanyang Technological University, Singapore
National Institute of Education, Nanyang Technological University, Singapore

DO https://doi.org/10.15294/ajpesh.v1i1.46316

Article Info Abstract
. . Fitspiration content on social media has been popularized over the last few years, with the in-
Article History : . : : . .
. tention to influence users to lead healthy and fit lifestyles. The present study aimed to identify
Submuted 7 Jar_mary 2021 the impact of fitspiration content on social media among young adult followers in Singapore.
Revised 24 April 2021

Method: Participants were 124 university students in Singapore who completed a cross-sec-
tional survey. The survey included 16 multiple choice questions, 4 short-answer questions and
8 open-ended questions. Descriptive statistics was adopted for quantitative data and content
Keywords analysis was utilized for qualitative data. The perceived impact of fitspiration content was
Fitspiration, Followers, Social explained through three themes: 1) Positive impact of fitspiration content on social media,
Media, Singapore Universities 2) Negative impact of fitspiration content on social media, and 3) Perceived impact of social
media on self. Three other themes were also developed for understanding the conditions influ-
enced by fitspiration content on social media: 1) Evaluation and satisfaction with one’s fitness
journey, 2) Motivational levels of participants, and 3) Diet restrictions. Results showed that
positive impact were experienced by the majority of the participants, whereas some partici-
pants experienced negative impacts. It was concluded that fitspiration content on social media
does inspire users to become a better version of themselves both physically and mentally. How-
ever, it is also dependent on the perceptions of the users and the extent to which they allowed
such content to influence them.
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INTRODUCTION

Research has shown that people may be easily influenced by traditional media
(e.g., television, radio, magazines) and they follow trends in the media to fit in with
societal norms and expectations (Perloff, 2009). Tiggemann & Barbato (2018) has
documented the negative impact of the exposure to glorified media images presented
in traditional media on women’s body dissatisfaction and disordered eating. Since
1999, the media landscape has shifted significantly from traditional media to a more
responsive web, known as social media, that allows individuals to post and share
content, including staying connected with others (Meraz, 2011).

As of 2017, there are over 2.8 billion social media users in the world, and 1.5
billion of these users are from Asia-Pacific (Shahari, 2019). Young adults aged 18
to 26 years have been reported to be the highest users of social media sites (Perrin,
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2015). In Singapore, with a population of 5.6 million in 2017, 4.4 million citizens are
active social media users. With over 3.5 million people on Facebook, it is the most
popular social media site in Singapore, followed by Instagram with over 1.9 million
users (Shahari, 2019), as well as high percentages of users for other social media
platforms. Approximately 87% of Singapore Instagram users and 18% of Facebook
users aged 15 to 24 years old, and 90% of YouTube users are aged between 16 to 35
years old (Hashmeta, 2018).

The rise of social media has popularized an athletic ideal of the female physique
that represents both thinness and visible toning which consists of a more muscular
upper body, toned abdomen and stronger lower body (Boepple et al., 2016; Schae-
fer et al., 2015; Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015). In recent years, a fitness movement
known as fitspiration has become popular within social media platforms (e.g., Insta-
gram, Facebook, and Twitter). Fitspiration is a community on social media where in-
dividuals post messages and images to inspire people to live healthy lifestyles through
exercising and dieting (Boepple & Thompson, 2016; Jong & Drummond, 2016). As
most of these fitspiration images are of everyday women rather than fashion models
(Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015), it may give a sense of attainability to users to achieve
similar bodies and lifestyles. Although the goal of fitspiration is to promote healthier
lifestyles, it may also lead to unintentional negative consequences on body image
(Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015).

Globally, people are investing more time in health and fitness, with an increase
of over 20 million members in the global fitness market from 2017 to 2018 (Fitness
market size, demographics & revenue, 2019). According to Deloitte (2018) and the
International Health, Racquet & Sportsclub Association (2018), the Asia fitness in-
dustry has also experienced a rapid growth in fitness enthusiasts as it was worth
S$22.8 billion in 2018. In Singapore, the health and fitness industry has experienced
an increase of 5.7% annually in profits from 2014 to 2018 and is predicted to reach
6.4% annually between 2018 to 2023 (Aw, 2019). With the health and fitness industry
growing at a positive rate, it indicates that more people are committed in health and
fitness, which may explain the expansion and popularization of the fitspiration com-
munity on social media.

With the rapid growth of social media and the growing population of fitness
and health enthusiasts around the world, studies have examined the impact of fitspi-
ration on social media users, especially on women. Fitspiration content on social
media is intended to be inspiring healthy behaviors, however, it is also believed to be
encouraging an equal amount of inspiration for the pursuit of thinness (Simpson &
Mazzeo, 2017). Research has documented the dangerous effects of viewing thinspira-
tion messages on social media, including increased body dissatisfaction and risks of
eating-disorders (Bardone-Cone & Cass, 2007; Peebles et al., 2012). Hence, if fitspi-
ration content is similar, comparable detrimental effects are highly likely (Simpson &
Mazzeo, 2017).

In Singapore, young adults (aged 23 to 38 years) are the most active social me-
dia users (Uy, 2019). Limited studies, however, have examined the positive impact of
fitspiration content on social media has on all genders of young adults. Therefore, the
increase in social media users and the rising fitspiration movement in Singapore have
inspired this study. This study aims to investigate how fitspiration content on social
media impact young adult followers in Singapore.
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METHOD

Participants

This study was ethically approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at
the university. University students (N=130) were recruited to participate in a Cross-
sectional survey for five-weeks from mid-August to September 2019. Convenience
sampling procedure (Waterfield, 2018) is employed for the survey collection. It is
a method commonly used in most studies that utilized surveys to examine the rela-
tionship between social media and fitspiration or thinspiration (Raggatt et al., 2018;
Perrault et al., 2019; Fardouly et al., 2015; Ho et al., 2016). Participants completed
the survey via Google Forms non-anonymously. Eligible participants fell in the age
range of 19 to 26 years old and were enrolled in a university based in Singapore. Prior
to the survey, participants were excluded from completing the survey if they did not
meet the eligibility criteria (Lavrakas, 2011). Participants were first informed of the
purpose of the study, their non-obligatory decision to participate in the survey and
the confidentiality of their personal details and answers. Participants will only at-
tempt the survey with consent. Out of all the responses recorded, 6 participants were
excluded because they did not meet the eligibility of the study. No incentive or reim-
bursement was offered for participation. Table 1 indicates participant characteristics.

Table 1. Participant characteristics

Age (Years) N (%) Gender N (%) University N (%)
19 2 (1.6%) Male (354%451%) Nanyang Teclzrli?%cg)ical University 65 (52.4%)
20 LO8%)  Female 373% ) National Umggg of Singapore 5 16 104
21 5 (4.0%) Prte(fesra ;ot 1 (0.8%) Si.ngapore InSti?sltI?[‘ ;)f Mana.gem(.ent 12 9.7%)
2 20(16.1%) Singapore Ma&a;\/{g{r;ent University 1(0.8%)
23 (384%2%) Singapore Uncl::Esslttijc;f) Social Scien- 15 (12.1%)
24 (162.;%) Smgapoerlicllj ]gi:seifgstilt}(rs(gg];c)hndogy 0(0.0%)
2 . 51_2% ) Others 11 (8.9%)
26 8(6.5%)
Data Collection

A pilot test of the survey was conducted on the principal investigator and the
co-investigator’s associates, and feedback was received to improve clarity and execu-
tion of the questions. The sample size for the pilot test was dependent on the ability
of the participants to offer adequate feedback about the elements that are assessed
for accessibility (Rutherford-Hemming, 2018). Pilot tests refer to a study that is done
to test the feasibility of a method that will be used in a future larger study, which can
be very beneficial in providing justifications on procedures (Rutherford-Hemming,
2018). The total time to complete the survey took approximately 10 minutes. A secu-
re, web-based site, Google Forms, was utilized to collect and manage data from the
participants. The following sections were covered in the survey:
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Demographic attributes and engagement in physical activity

Demographic characteristics were collected consisting of age, gender, and uni-
versity enrolled. Participants also reported the approximate number of days they en-
gaged in physical activity per week, as well as the number of hours in a day they
performed physical activity.

Social media usage

Participants indicated the types of social media they frequent by selecting one
or more choices: Facebook, Instagram, Pinterest, Snapchat, Twitter, Tumblr, You-
Tube, and/or Others (indicate the social media platform). Participants also reported
the approximate number of hours they spend on social media per day. In addition,
participants indicated the types of content they engage in social media by selecting
one or more choices: Beauty, Educational content, Fashion, Food, Health & Fitness,
Travel and/or Others (indicate content). Yes/No items enquired if participants follo-
wed accounts that focus on fitspiration content.

Perception of fitness influencers on social media

Studies have shown that viewing fitspiration imagery develop greater body dis-
satisfaction and an increased negative mood (Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015; Prichard
et al., 2017). Influenced by previous research (Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015; Robin-
son et al., 2017), 6 images of fit and muscular fitness influencers of 3 women and
3 male influencers were utilized in the survey to analyze participants’ perception
of such images. All images were sourced from public Instagram accounts. These
influencers are the ambassadors for various fitness companies, such as Gymshark
and MyProtein. One of the influencers is the owner of a fitness application known
as “SWEAT”. Participants reported the number of times per day they view images
similar to the 6 images on a 7-point measure: Not at all, 1 to 2, 3to 4, 5to 6, 7 to
8, 9 to 10, all the time. Participants also indicated their feelings after viewing the 6
images: Impressed, Motivated, Jealous, Lower self-esteem, Others (indicate feeling).
Yes/No items asked if the participants were insecure of their bodies after viewing the
6 images, and comparison of their bodies with the 6 images (Figure 1).

Comparison of own’s physique with others on social media

Yes/No items asked if participants compare their own bodies with others on
social media. Following that, participants indicated their actions after comparison
by selecting one or more choices: Start working out, Increase duration& intensity of
work-out sessions, Start dieting, Never been influenced by social media to change the
way I look (if participants answered “no” for the previous question), and/or Others
(indicate action).

Self-evaluation and perception of bodies

To better understand how participants perceive their bodies, they indicated
the number of times they hated/disliked their bodies in the mirror per month on a
7-point measure: Not atall, 1 to2,3to 4, 5to 6, 7to 8, 9 to 10, all the time. Yes/No
items enquired if participants wish to change any parts of their physical appearance
and they indicated the part(s) they wished to change.
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Satisfaction with own’s physique

To analyze if participants were satisfied with their bodies, they indicated if they
were or were not happy with the way their bodies look currently, and reasons were
stated if participants were not happy.

Perceived influence of Fitspiration content on social media

According to Gerbner (1969), there is the existence of cultural indicators in
society where a change in a message mass-production will lead to a shift in the com-
mon symbolic environment that provides the public purpose and sense of direction to
human activity. With social media becoming a norm in today’s society, the awareness
of social media is publicly held and this makes collective thought and action possible.
Hence, there exists a degree of influence of fitspiration content on social media on
those who consume such content regularly. As this study focuses on examining the
impacts of fitspiration content on social media on young adult followers, partici-
pants indicated the extent to which they perceive fitspiration content on social media
has a positive and negative impact on themselves or on others on a scale of 1 to 5,
respectively. They were also asked to elaborate on their perceived impacts based on
the number of scale they chose. Participants also reported the extent to which social
media plays a role in influencing their perception of their own bodies on a scale of 1
to 5, with elaboration for their choice.

Figure 1. Images of fitness influencers on social media

Note: 1. Karina Elle (Instagram: 1.6m followers; Gymshark athlete), 2. Kayla Itsines
(Instagram: 11.8m followers; Founder of SWEAT), 3. Natacha Oceane (Instagram:
670k followers, YouTube: 556k subscribers; Gymshark athlete), 4. Steve Cook (Ins-
tagram: 2.5m followers, YouTube: 1.25m subscribers; Gymshark athlete), 5. David
Laid (Instagram: 1.3m followers; 921k subscribers; Gymshark athlete), 6. Matt (Ins-
tagram: 371k followers; YouTube: 960k subscribers; Gymshark & MyProtein athlete)

Conditions influenced by fitspiration content on social media among participants
Cultivation theory stated that the mass production and sharing of messages
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reconstruct selected personal perspectives into broad public perspectives (Gerber,
1969). In this case, the constant circulation of fitspiration content on social media has
the potential to change a user’s perspective into the perspectives of the public, hence
influencing them to carry out certain actions and activities that are communal. The-
refore, Yes/No items asked if participants are motivated or pressured to start exerci-
sing and/or dieting when they view fitness content on social media in the survey. If
participants indicated yes, they indicated the reasons by selecting one or more choi-
ces: To achieve bodies that are similar, To be healthy, To lose weight/fats, To become
stronger/gain muscles, Because peers are fitter or skinner than me and/or Others (in-
dicate reason). Following Raggatt et al. (2018), open-ended questions were asked for
self-expression from participants to better understand the conditions influenced by
fitspiration content on social media among the participants.. Open-ended questions
helps to limit bias due to perceived knowledge of the researcher’s understanding of
the impacts of fitness content on social media. Participants who indicated “no” do
not have to answer the questions in table 2.

Table 2. Open-ended guiding questions in the survey
Open-ended guiding questions

1. What type of exercise of sports did you engage in after viewing fitness-related content on social
media?

2. How did you evaluate yourself during/after your fitness journey? Are you satisfied or unsatisfied
with your progress? Please elaborate.

3. Have there been any occurrences where you felt demotivated/miserable or experienced any neg-
ative feelings to continue your fitness journey? Please elaborate.

4. Have you ever restricted your food intake and/or starve yourself to obtain the “fitness” bodies
displayed in the pictures and posts that are shared on social media? Please elaborate.

Data Analysis

Descriptive statistics comprises a mathematical summarization of a set of data
which was applied to interpret the quantitative data for this study (Schreiber, 2012).
Quantitative data was used to determine the percentage of participants who engaged
in physical activity, the types of content they viewed on social media, percentages of
those who follow fitspiration accounts, how they felt after viewing fitspiration con-
tent on social media, the way they evaluated their bodies, and the reasons for their
motivation to exercise.

Content analysis (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005) was adopted to analyze the qualita-
tive data on the effects of fitspiration content on social media among the participants
and their perceived influence of fitspiration content on social media for this study.
This analysis 1s a frequently used method for analyzing a broad range of textual
data, such as responses to open-ended questionnaire items, narratives, and interview
questions (Julien, 2012). More specifically, directed content analysis (Table 3) was
applied for analysing the data, where the themes were derived prior to existing theory
or research (Goodyear, Armour & Wood, 2019; Raggatt et al., 2018) and during data
analysis (Potter & Levine-Donnerstein, 1999). Data were collected via open-ended
questions, followed by intended questions about the predetermined categories (Hsieh
& Shannon, 2005).
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Table 3. Suggested phases for directed content analysis

Phases of content analysis

Preparation phase

. Acquiring the necessary general skills

. Selecting the appropriate sampling strategy

. Deciding on the analysis of manifest and/or latent content

. Developing an interview guide

. Conducting and transcribing interviews/open-ended questions
. Specifying the unit of analysis

. Being immersed in data

NN AW

~

Organisation phase

8. Developing a formative categorization matrix

9. Theoretically defining the main categories and subcategories

10. Determining coding rules for main categories

11. Pre-testing the categorization matrix

12. Choosing and specifying the anchor samples for each main category
13. Performing the main data analysis

14. Inductive abstraction of main categories from preliminary codes

15. Establishment of links between generic categories and main categories

Reporting phase
16. Reporting all steps of directed content analysis and findings

RESULT AND DISCUSION

Perception of fitness influencers posts on social media

Participants were assessed on the number of times they viewed similar images
of fitness influencers on social media (as seen in Figure 1 in “Data Collection”).
Majority of the participants view such images 1 to 2 times per day (n=45, 36.3%) on
social media. 8.9% (n=11) of all the participants (n=124) do not view similar fitness
influencers images on social media at all. On the other hand, 16.9% (n=21) of all the
participants (n=124) view similar images on social media all the time, with 14.3%
(n=3) of these 21 participants not following fitspiration accounts.

Most of the participants reported feeling impressed (n=82, 66.1%) after viewing
the fitness influencers pictures (as seen in figure 1 in “Data Collection”), followed by
feeling motivated (n=61, 49.2%), feelings of jealousy (n=27, 21.8%), having lower
self-esteem (n=15, 12.1%), and having neutral feelings (n=14, 11.3%). 36.3% (n=45)
of the participants experienced feelings of insecurities after viewing the pictures, and
52.4% (n=65) of them found themselves comparing their own bodies with the bo-
dies on the images (Note: Participants were able to choose multiple options for this
question). These results are similar to a study which have found that although enga-
ging in fitspiration content does result in women feeling inspired to work-out and eat
healthier, it also led to increased body resentment in some of them (Tiggemann &
Zaccardo, 2015).

Self-comparison with others on social media

61.3% (n=76) of the participants reported comparing themselves with others on
social media. A study done by Robinson et al. (2017) found that comparisons with
idealised images on social media tend to result in women feeling inadequate about
their own bodies, leading to body dissatisfaction. Therefore, it is not surprising that
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the majority of the participants (n=52, 41.9%) in this study reported that they would
start to work-out when they compared themselves with others on social media, fol-
lowed by dieting (n=33, 26.6%), and increasing the duration and intensity of their
work-out sessions (n=28, 22.6%) (Note: Participants were able to choose multiple
options for this question).

Self-evaluation and perception of physical appearance

The majority of the participants (n=45, 36.3%) reported disliking the way their
bodies look in the mirror 1 to 2 times per month, and 54.5% (n=18) of these 54 par-
ticipants follow fitspiration accounts. 78.6% (n=11) of the participants who reported
that they disliked the way their bodies looked in the mirror all the time (n=14, 11.3%)
follow fitspiration accounts. Interestingly, 26.6% (n=33) of the participants did not
experience any dislike for their bodies when they looked in the mirror over the past
month, with 54.5% (n=18) of these 33 participants following fitspiration accounts on
social media.

Most of the participants (n=92, 74.2%) have a desire to change a part or parts of
their physical bodies. The top 3 parts that participants want to change are abdominals
(n=27, 21.8%), followed by thighs (n=20, 16.1%), and lower fat mass (n=15, 12.1%).

Satisfaction with own’s physique

All the participants were asked if they were satisfied with the way their bodies
look currently. The majority of the participants (n=67, 54.0%) are not happy. Most of
the participants associate being happy with the way their bodies look with the need
to lose weight and/or fats: “No, I am not happy because for some reason, I just gain
more weight despite exercising and eating with care.” (Female, 21), “I don’t like how
my body looks, as it is still rather chubby and undesirable to me.” (Male, 25), and
“No, I am not happy because I am visibly fatter compared to others (given the same
height).” (Female, 23). Participants may feel dissatisfaction with their bodies due to
the exposure of media messages that promotes unrealistic body standards (Richard,
2014). Hence, imposing on them the idea that they need to lose weight to meet such
standards. 41.1% (n=51) of the participants are happy with how their bodies look.
The remaining 4.8% (n=6) of the participants reported feeling neutral about the way
their bodies look.

Perceived influence of fitspiration content on social media

Three key themes emerged regarding the perceived influence of participants on
fitspiration content that is posted on social media: 1) Positive impact of fitspiration
content on social media, 2) Negative impact of fitspiration content on social media,
and 3) Perceived impact of social media on self.

Positive impact of fitspiration content on social media

On a scale of 1 to 5, a small number of participants (n=4, 3.2%) selected scale 5
for the extent that fitspiration content on social media has positive effects on its users.
Majority of the participants (n=61, 49.2%) selected scale 4. Most of the reasons for
their scale selection are similar as participants expressed that fitspiration content on
social media helps to motivate others to lead a healthy lifestyle and to serve as a re-
minder to stay active: “I believe it is a win-win situation for both the people posting
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and viewing them, as you are motivated and motivating others at the same time.”
(gender unclassified, 23), and “We spend a lot of time on social media so in some
way or another they can impose their fitness journey or progress on us. Also, people
have natural insecurities in some way, so they might want to work hard to achieve a
nice body. Appearance in this day and age is important to certain groups of people
(age) so to make themselves feel better, they can indulge in gym work to get a nicer
appearance.” (Male, 25).

Participants (n=43, 34.7%) who selected scale 3, followed by those who selected
scale 2 (n=15, 12.1%) stated similar reasons. Fitspiration content on social media is
perceived to motivate people to exercise, but it serves as a motivation only because
participants want to achieve the bodies of fitness influencers on social media: “Moti-
vates people to want to look like them and work hard for their desired physique and
build healthy eating/dieting habits.” (Male, 25), and “Might motivate others to want
to work-out more and achieve what these fitspo influencers have (physique, strength,
body, etc.).” (Female, 23).Only 1 participant selected scale 1 which indicated that
fitspiration content on social media has the least positive impact on users.

Negative impact of fitspiration content on social media

On a scale of 1 to 5, a small percentage of the participants (n=6, 4.8%) selected
scale 5 which meant they believed that fitspiration content on social media has a
negative impact on users to a large extent. The main reason for their selection is be-
cause they felt that fitspiration content on social media causes people to be obsessed
with the idea of achieving the ideal body: “Makes people feel that ideal body image
is such, causing people to feel unhappy about their own bodies even when it is not in
a very bad condition.” (Female, 26).

The majority of the participants selected scale 3 (n=42, 33.9%), followed by
selection of scale 4 (n=38, 30.6%). The reasons for their scale selection are relatively
the same which included comparisons, lower self-esteem, and exerting unnecessary
pressure on users: “The only negative impact it could have on people is being overly
focused on getting the ideal body by engaging in unhealthy means.” (Female, 23)
and “Reflects on how an individual’s body shape is bad compared to those on social
media, leading to undesirable consequences such as starving or taking pills to achieve
slender body.” (Female, 23)

Participants who selected scale 2 (n=24, 19.4%) expressed two different types
of perceptions in regard to the negative impact that fitspiration content on social me-
dia has on people. Some of the participants stated that fitspiration content on social
media results in unrealistic body standards, for example, “set unrealistic standards
which could induce esteem issues in some.” (Female, 26). On the other hand, some
of the participants felt that individuals should know that pictures posted on social
media could be edited, hence, it is dependent on the perceptions of the individu-
als with regards to how negatively social media can influence them. For example:
“Everyone’s body is different and reacts differently to work-out so it may not be an
accurate result even if I followed the work-out on social media.” (Male, 23), and
“Maybe the pictures are photoshopped, so it’s quite hard to attain such nicely toned
muscles and look like that all day.” (Male, 24)

Participants who selected scale 1 (n=14, 11.3%) reported that fitspiration con-
tent on social media should not have much of a negative impact on people because
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most of them believed that it is dependent on one’s perception of how they perceived
the impact. Participants stated that: “I don’t think that people should have a negative
impact. It shows how low their self-esteem is.” (Gender unclassified, 23), and “They
(fitness influencers) are just a bunch of show-offs.” (Male, 24)

Perceived impact of social media on self

On a scale of 1 to 5, in terms of how social media has an impact on participants,
4.0% (n=6) of the participants selected scale 5, and 30.6% (n=38) selected scale 4.
The individuals have stated both positive and negative reasons for their scale selecti-
on: “It motivates me to continue exercising to stay fit.” (Female, 23), and “Images are
both explicitly and implicitly sending out messages of what your body should look
like and what gets the most likes/attention. It makes us question our different yet
natural bodies.” (Female, 23).

Majority of the participants (n=42, 33.9%) selected scale 3 for the degree of
extent that fitspiration content on social media has an impact on them. A proportion
of the participants reported comparison as one of the factors that fitspiration content
on social has an impact on their body image: “I guess it does influence to a certain
extent. Humans tend to compare & when we see posts with lots of likes, we will tend
to compare & hope to be the same.” (Male, 24).

Participants also feel that social media serves as a motivation for them to lead
healthy lifestyles and provided them with relevant information on health and fitness.
Such reasons are similar to those participants who selected scale 2 (n=24,19.4%),
and of those (n=14, 11.3%) who selected scale 1. Participants felt that social media
provided them an opportunity to: “To be more motivated to work-out but not neces-
sarily to achieve the body images on Instagram. It’s more of a reminder to keep fit
and healthy. But I feel younger girls especially might see it as an ‘ideal body type’ and
feel bad about their own bodies, which can influence feelings of depression/anxiety
etc.” (Female, 22), and “Use social media as a form of educative platform to achieve
the standards I set for myself instead of what is marketed as ‘necessary’ by society.
Focuses on well-being and motivational platforms.” (Female, 26).

Conditions influenced by fitspiration content on social media

Engaging in fitspiration content on social media may lead to some users being
too consumed with fitness which could become detrimental for their well-being
(Dahl, 2013; Hausenblas, 2015). The majority of the participants (n=86, 69.4%) felt
motivated or pressurized to start exercising and/or dieting when they view fitspirati-
on content on social media. Out of these 86 participants, 75.6% (n=65) follow fitspi-
ration accounts. The remaining 24.4% (n=21) do not follow fitspiration accounts, but
they still felt the pressure or motivation to exercise due to the exposure of fitspiration
content on social media.

The majority of these 86 participants (n=64, 74.4%) have the desire to lose
weight/fats, 70.9% (n=61) aimed to be healthy, 69.8% (n=60) wished to become st-
ronger/gain muscles, 25.6% (n=22) hoped to achieve bodies that are similar to the
fitness influencers on social media and 20.9% (n=18) felt the need to exercise because
their peers are fitter and/or skinner than them (Note: Participants were able to choo-
se multiple options for this question).

Responses from 86 participants who completed the open-ended questions cor-
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responding to feeling pressurized/motivated to exercise or diet after viewing fitspi-
ration content on social media were analyzed. Three key themes emerged to explain
the conditions influenced by fitspiration content on social media among participants:
1) Evaluation & satisfaction with one’s fitness journey, 2) Motivational levels of par-
ticipants, and 3) Diet restrictions.

Evaluation and satisfaction with one’s fitness journey

54.7% (n=47) of the 86 participants were satisfied with their fitness journey af-
ter viewing fitspiration content on social media because social media provided them
with relevant skills and information regarding health and fitness. For example, “I am
satisfied. There is useful content available online for reference” (female, 26). Most
of them evaluated themselves through their performance levels in their sports or the
gym. Although some of the participants stated that they are satisfied with their prog-
ress, they believed that more can be done: “I am satisfied, but there is a long way
more to go.” (Male, 24). 32.6% (n=28) are unsatisfied with their fitness journey after
viewing fitspiration content on social media. The majority of them are unsatisfied
due to feeling demotivated to exercise and slow progression: “I am unsatisfied becau-
se there are times where I will lose motivation.” (Female, 23), and “Not yet satisfied,
because the progress is too slow.” (Female, 23). The remaining 12.8% (n=11) of the
participants did not state their satisfaction levels, but they did mention how they eva-
luated themselves during/after their fitness journey, which was usually through the
amount of weight that they have gained/lost: “I evaluate myself through my weight
gain/loss..” (Female, 23).

Motivational levels of participants

The majority of the participants (n=50, 58.1%) experienced feeling demotiva-
ted to continue their fitness journey. Participants usually felt demotivated because
they felt that their fitness progression is slow or stagnant, for example, “There will be
times where no progress can be seen, due to fatigue and cannot push further.” (Male,
24).

Subsequently, participants reported dieting as a major factor in their fitness
journey that caused them to feel demotivated and that they lacked the discipline to
continue dieting: “Demotivated yes, because I love to eat so once I break my clean
diet, that’s the end of it. It’s very hard to start again. I feel like it comes with a lack of
discipline as well ... I want to look a certain way, but I don’t have the full drive to do
it and just be ‘whatever’ about the way I look” (Female, 23).

Participants also reported feeling demotivated because they associated their re-
sults with changes in their weight: “Yes I feel demotivated when I don’t see any re-
sults, or when I gain fats/weight.” (Female, 23). 41.9% (n=36) reported that they do
not have any occurrences where they felt miserable or demotivated to continue their
fitness journey. The main reason for staying motivated was because most of these
participants enjoyed working out: “I’ll never stop wanting to be active and fit if I have
the liberty to do so, it’s my hobby.” (Female, 23).

Diet restrictions
The majority of the participants (n=50, 58.1%) have underwent diet restrictions
or starved themselves before due to feeling pressurized/motivated because of fitspi-
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ration content posted on social media. Limiting the amount of carbohydrates intake
was one of the major factor for dieting, even though some of them have claimed
that they were unhappy from cutting out carbohydrates from their diets: “I tried to
restrict fried food and carbs intake” (Female, 23); and “Yes I have restricted my food
intake by taking in less carbs and it was miserable.” (Female, 21). It has also become
apparent that participants were counting their calories to lose weight/fats: “Yes, in
the sense that I count calories more cautiously and got rid of excess sugar/ calories
intake in the diet.” (Female, 22). These results can be supported by a study done by
Tiggemann & Zaccardo (2018) which have examined that users who view fitspiration
content may immerse themselves in unhealthy behaviors related to diet or exercise
with hopes of achieving the fit ideal body.

Discussion

The aim of this study sought to examine the impact of fitspiration content on
social media among young adult followers who are currently studying in Singapore
universities. Results suggest that the more days participants engaged in physical ac-
tivity, the more engaged they are in viewing fitspiration content and following fits-
piration accounts. It is possible that the more frequent participants view fitspiration
content, the more susceptible they are to exercise due to the constant engagement
with fitspiration content. This is supported by a study that identified a preliminary
link between viewing fitspiration images and a greater desire to exercise, compared to
participants who viewed travel images (Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015).

The majority of the participants reported experiencing a positive impact from
viewing fitspiration content on their social media platforms. The finding that parti-
cipants was motivated to exercise and/or to eat healthy after viewing fitness influen-
cers images on social media is consistent with a study which reported that individuals
experienced positive benefits from the use of social media which consisted of mo-
tivation to exercise and having access to fitspiration content (Raggatt et al., 2018).
Fitness influencers on social media were treated as motivators and inspirations for
participants to maintain a healthy lifestyle. However, it is apparent that some of the
participants associated fitness as having to undergo strict dieting and work-out re-
gimes to look and achieve the bodies of these fitness influencers. This aligns with a
study that reported users rationalizing their efforts to look fit to improve their health,
hence suggesting they believe that only by looking a certain way can they achieve
optimal health (Raggatt, et al., 2018). Dieting and exercising for appearance reasons
rather than for health reasons has been associated to greater body resentment, eating
disorders and lower self-esteem among women (Goncalves & Gomes, 2012; Prichard
et al., 2017).

A small percentage of the participants responded feeling negative emotions,
including being jealous and having lower self-esteem. Feelings of negative emotions
after viewing fitspiration imagery on social media is not surprising as a great amount
of research have reported that women experienced increased body dissatisfaction,
negative moods and lower appearance self-esteem after engaging in fitspiration con-
tent on social media (Robinson et al., 2017; Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015; Lewallen
& Behm-Morawitz; 2016). Male participants constituted a large percentage of those
who felt jealous after looking at the fitness influencers pictures.

Participants provided explanation for their views on the negative impact fitspi-
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ration content on social media have on them. Feelings of insecurities, self-criticism
and body dissatisfaction among the participants is consistent with previous studies
that documented the negative effects of viewing fitspiration images on the body ima-
ge of social media users (Raggatt et al., 2018; Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015; Wik-
lund et al., 2019). The finding that participants reported comparison as a negative
impact aligns with a study which suggested that social comparison theory can be seen
as a trait variable which suggest that women experienced higher body dissatisfaction
due to comparing themselves with fitspiration images on social media (Robinson et
al., 2017).

One key theme that constantly emerged from participants was that fitspiration
content on social media present unrealistic standards for people to conform to. It
seems that although some of the participants do aspire to achieve bodies similar to
those of the fitness influencers, they were aware that it may be unrealistic to achieve.
Previous research has demonstrated that social media was portrayed as a powerful
arena that set high and elusive fitness goals for users to achieve (Wiklund et al., 2019).
It is also identified that majority of the participants are influenced by fitness influen-
cers on social media to work-out and diet. It can be perceived that fitness influencers
on social media have the power to influence their followers because their followers
believe and follow what they share on their social media platforms. This can be sup-
ported by a study which found that followers preferred to follow recommendations
by their favourite influencers because they are often perceived by their followers as
being more trustworthy and compelling (Talaverna, 2015).

A quarter of the participants reported not experiencing any negative body ima-
ge when they viewed themselves in the mirror. Interestingly, half of these partici-
pants reported following fitspiration accounts. This finding contradicts previous stu-
dies that have demonstrated an association between viewing fitspiration imagery and
body dissatisfaction among users (Deighton-Smith & Bell, 2018; Simpson & Mazzeo,
2017; Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015). Participants addressed that they are currently
satisfied with the way their bodies look and they did not feel the need to be affected
by external influences.

Limitations and Future Study

This study was not without limitations. Firstly, although the survey questions
were referenced and adapted from related studies (Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015;
Robinson et al., 2017), the questions were created by the author which may hinder
the reliability ad validity of the present study. Secondly, collection of more compre-
hensive qualitative responses from the participants was impeded due to the study
design. Less than half of the participants were males, which suggest that more ex-
haustive data can be collected and compared with female participants if there were
more male participants. Thirdly, the study only focused on the consumption of fits-
piration content of the participants. Participants’ engagement on their social media
platforms should have been assessed too (eg., posting of fitspiration content on social
media), so as to better understand if such engagement on social media will also have
an impact on the participants. Fourthly, this study included participants who do not
view or follow fitspiration content on social media. Only focusing on participants
who view and follow fitspiration content on social media may have resulted in more
in-depth qualitative data collection and analysis. Lastly, participants were asked if
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they wished to change any part(s) of their body and three-quarter of the participants
reported having the desire to change. However, there was a lack of follow-up on this
question (e.g., reasons for change) which could have been significant for the study.
In view of future research, researchers can consider examining the significance
of fitspiration content on YouTube among users. The top three social media plat-
forms assessed by the participants included Instagram, YouTube and Facebook. Ho-
wever, studies examining the relationship of fitspiration content and social media
are usually focused on Instagram or Facebook (Cohen et al., 2017; Lee et al., 2015;
Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2018). Additionally, future research could also consider
mental health factors (eg., eating disorders, depression, anxiety) as some research
have identified mental health factors as one of the effects of viewing idealized images
on social media (Alberga et al., 2018; Deighton-Smith & Bell, 2018; Raggatt et al.,
2018). Finally, further research examining the impact of fitspiration content on so-
cial media can be done predominantly on men, since previous research have mostly
involved women only (Baker et al., 2019; Cohen et al., 2017; Prichard et al., 2017).

CONCLUSION

The present study identified that fitspiration content on social media does what
it intends - to inspire users to lead healthier lifestyles. Positive impacts were expe-
rienced by a majority of the participants. However, there seems to exist a belief
among some participants that optimal health and fitness is reached only when they
achieve similar bodies as the fitness influencers on social media. On the contrary,
this study has also demonstrated that participants experienced negative impacts that
are similar to the results of other related research. Participants also reported being
aware that some fitspiration content on social media does provide unrealistic fitness
goals for users. In sum, the impact of fitspiration content on social media is depen-
dent on the perceptions of the participants and how they allowed such content to
influence them. As the use of social media has become fundamental in today’s mod-
ern society, it is recommended for future research to continue examining the extent
of engaging in fitspiration content on social media among followers, in relation to
their mental and physical health.
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